
Recognizing animal suffering and death in medicine

A remembrance ceremony allows researchers to acknowledge their indebtedness to animals

Last year, millions of mammals—including dogs, cats, ro-
dents, rabbits, and monkeys—were killed in US labora-
tories.1 We usually give little thought to this sacrifice, one
that allows the development of new medicines and the
chance for us as medical students and physicians to perfect
our practical procedures. We rarely discuss our feelings
about animal experimentation. Whether or not it is ethical
to use animals in research, it is important to recognize
their suffering and death. Our university’s initiative to
remember laboratory animals that have died is part of a
global movement of remembrance. What does this move-
ment hope to achieve?

Three years ago at the University of Washington, a
group of students held a memorial ceremony for the uni-
versity community to acknowledge the animals used in its
biomedical research. It is now an annual event. Activists by
nature, we were interested in influencing the way in which

we think about and practice modern medicine. Most of us
were influenced by Buddhism, which emphasizes human
respect for animals. Many of us had spent time caring for
and about animals at different times in our lives and so
were struck by the way in which animals were discussed in
medical school lectures in a detached and abstract way—
for example, as “animal models.”

While our school held 2 memorial events each year for
the people whose bodies were used in anatomy training,
nothing was done to acknowledge the 3,100 fellow pri-
mates and the 126,000 other animals used annually.
Rather than joining 1 side of the usually polarized debate,
we saw that as medical students and soon-to-be physicians,
we could honor these deaths without making a stand for
or against the use of animals in scientific research. Our
focus was the contribution of these deaths and the sup-
pressed emotions of laboratory workers, and we drew at-

Please see this article on
wjm’s web site for a link
to a list of resources

......................

Genesis

John Lynch

3rd-year medical student

Bill Slaughter

3rd-year medical student
University of
Washington School of
Medicine
Seattle, WA 98195

Correspondence to:

John Lynch

jblynch@u.washington.edu

Competing interests:
None declared

West J Med
2001;175:131-132 ..

..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
..
.

Volume 175 August 2001 wjm 131www.ewjm.com



tention to the thoughtfulness that must be exercised when
using animals in this setting.

The animal memorial ceremony recognizes the bonds
that develop between laboratory workers and laboratory
animals. It is with a certain level of discomfort that a
human being inflicts suffering on another living thing, let
alone ending its life. These feelings are glossed over and are
not discussed with fellow workers or principal investiga-
tors. The research culture in the United States focuses on
the results of the experiment and the disposal of “hazard-
ous animal waste.” The ceremony attempts to restore an
emotional connection with laboratory animals. It allows
the research community to express its feelings about these
animals and to think about its indebtedness to them. Our
initiative is also an attempt to think about ways in which
we can reduce the number of animals used in research
efforts. For example, we explore alternative research meth-
ods that do not involve animal models and work on de-
veloping research protocols in which animals are shared.

The University of Washington initiative is not unique.
In Japan, South Korea, and Canada, several universities
and research centers hold annual remembrance events.
The Japanese and Korean gatherings are Buddhist cer-
emonies during which a bell rings to recognize the death
of every animal during the previous year. More than 170
research facilities in Japan have permanent memorials ac-
knowledging nonhuman research subjects. In New York,
Ohio, and Ontario, Canada, nondenominational gather-
ings to reflect on animal use have been held annually for
the past several years.2 The pharmaceutical company
Merck has developed a secular acknowledgment program,

including a video focusing on the relationships between
laboratory workers and the animals that have been in their
care, and it commissioned original artwork for a perma-
nent exhibition. We hope that with time, this global
movement will influence our treatment of animals and, in
turn, how we treat our patients and each other.

Our remembrance initiative raises 2 important ques-
tions. Could such a gathering hinder medical research
efforts at the university—slowing relief to humans who
will benefit from advances in care? Could it, as some ani-
mal rights activists charge, offer solace to researchers, mak-
ing it easier for animal use to continue? There are no easy
answers to these questions.

Well-developed organizations weigh in on both sides
of the debate on animal research. Pro-research groups,
such as the Washington Association for Biomedical Re-
search (www.wabr.org), are dedicated to building public
support for animal use. Groups such as Physicians for
Social Responsibility (www.psr.com) are opposed to most
or all use of animals in this setting. What is often missing
is an alternative viewpoint that straddles both sides. The
remembrance movement provides a “third way” forward
in the debate.
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ANY QUESTIONS?

Do you have a clinical question you’d like to see answered? If so, here’s your chance to get a curbside consult from
our expert team, which includes many of the top clinicians in the West.

ANY ANSWERS?

Maybe you have strong views about something you read in this issue—something we got wrong perhaps? Or do
you have further clinical experience you’d like to share? Perhaps you have suggestions for new topics you’d like to
see us address from an evidence-based perspective.

Whatever questions, comments, or other contributions you have, we’d like to receive them. We realize that it’s
experience like yours that makes the journal come alive. Please send your questions, ideas, or comments to us by
email: wjm@ewjm.com.
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